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Abstract 
 
In parallel with the surge of international students opting to study in Japan, Japan has witnessed 
rapid growth both in the number of Japanese language schools and, in particular, the number of 
foreign residents filling part-time positions Whether studying to work or working to study, the 
conditions of international students struggling to balance study, work and life in Japan can have a 
negative effect on not only the individuals themselves, but educators responsible for assessing 
them. In this regard, this paper investigates the current conditions of international students in 
Japan. Through analyses of recent media reports and statistics, I outline the repercussions that the 
work-over-study trend has for both students and educators and further discuss how these 
problems can be appropriately addressed. 
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Background 
 
Before discussing the conditions of international students in Japan, it is essential to take 
into account the statistics and examine both the backgrounds of most of the students as well as 
their reasons to study in Japan. First of all, who are these students? How many of them are 
currently studying in Japan? Evidently, the number of international students opting to study in 
Japan has drastically risen since the early 2000s. For instance, in 2017 the number of 
international students in Japan rose by 11.6 per cent from the previous year, bringing the total 
number of students up to 267, 042 (JASSO, 2017). That is roughly about the same number of 
residents living in one of Tokyo’s busiest wards—Shibuya. While these figures are constantly 
fluctuating, one can acknowledge that there was a 10 per cent growth in the number of students. 
However, where are these students studying and where are they from? According to Japan 
Student Services Organization (JASSO), the overwhelming majority of students, namely 93.3%, 
came from the Asia region with Chinese (40.2%) and Vietnamese (23.1%) students being the 
greatest in number by far (JASSO, 2017). This was followed by students from Nepal (8.1%), 
South Korea (5.9%), Taiwan (3.4%), and Sri Lanka (2.5%). In descending order, the remaining 
17 per cent of students came from Europe, North America, Africa, the Middle East, South 
America and Oceania. As for their choice of education institutions, JASSO’s study revealed that 
most of the students were attending Japanese language schools, followed by universities and 
professional training colleges (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Number of international students by institutional type (JASSO, 2017). 
 
 
 In addition, the greatest growth in students was seen in junior colleges, professional 
training colleges and Japanese language schools. Given these statistics one can surmise that 
while quite a large number of students are attending university, it seems like most of the growth 
has occurred in junior colleges, professional training colleges and language schools—that is, 
short term courses leading either to full-time employment or university. Upon further 
examination of the types of institutions (Figure 2), it becomes apparent that most students are 
studying in private institutions. The only exception is the column for graduate students. Due to 
language difficulties and the acceptance rates, it might be the case that after reaching an N2 or 
N1 level of Japanese (the level of proficiency required to study at universities in Japan), a lot of 
international students opt for easier universities to enter. That is, ones with less challenging 
entrance examinations and higher acceptance rates. When they eventually improve their 
language skills and academic abilities, it seems as if students move onto national universities.   
 
 
19CELE JOURNAL Vol. 27
CELE JOURNAL Vol. 27   20
        
Figure 2. Number of international students by specific institutional type (JASSO, 2017). 
 
As for the popular degrees and courses, and in contrast to the Abe administration’s push 
to foster highly skilled professionals in fields like IT, engineering, or science or to attract 
students to courses in industries that desperately need cheap labor (such as agriculture, nursing, 
and animation and manga illustration), more students are enrolled in humanities or social 
sciences courses (see Figure 3). To be fair, engineering students make up the third largest group 
in the list, but they are still lagging behind arts and humanities students. Is there an underlying 
reason for this? It goes without saying that courses in the humanities or social sciences are by no 
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means easy, but compared to medicine or physics, admission into these courses is relatively 
easier. So why opt for less demanding courses? 
 
   
 
Figure 3. Number of students by major field (JASSO, 2017). 
 
There are a number of factors contributing to each student’s decision, but we cannot 
overlook the fact that having a lighter study load allows for more part-time work. However, what 
are the reasons for engaging in part-time work when one is primarily in Japan to study? 
Understandably, each person’s motivation varies, but according to Serizawa Kensuke in Konbini 
Gaikokuijin, some of the major motivations for international students to work part-time include: 
to improve language skills, to pay for living costs and/or tuition, to earn a little pocket money or 
to send money home to one’s family (Serizawa, 2018). Assuming Serizawa’s argument holds 
true, it is evident that financial matters are the major factors influencing students’ decisions to 
engage in part-time work. This is reinforced in the findings from JASSO’s survey conducted 
with over 6000 international students which found that one of the greatest struggles for over 70% 
of students was the cost of living (JASSO, 2016). Granted, some students are financially better 
off than others, but when considering the overall expenses of both studying and living in Japan, 
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to live a more comfortable life in Japan, it seems almost necessary to undertake part-time work. 
However, of all countries to study in, why Japan? Moreover, why study abroad given the 
expenses? 
 
Why Study Abroad and Why Japan? 
 
Unsurprisingly, based on the findings from the aforementioned survey, the overwhelming 
majority (53.2%) of students decided to study abroad to get a degree. However, the other major 
reasons included: “I want to gain the skills and knowledge I need for my future career or job” 
(47.3%), “I want to work in Japan or for a Japanese company” (44.3%), and “I want to have 
different experiences in an internationalized environment and become a more globally-minded 
person” (31.8%) (JASSO, 2016). With career goals in mind, these are arguably quite sensible 
reasons to study abroad. Furthermore, considering that most students come from the Asia region, 
and perhaps perceive Japan as one of the major countries contributing to the global economy, 
they seem like legitimate answers. However, to truly “become a more globally-minded person,” 
perhaps it would be more effective to study in a more internationalized environment or multi-
cultural society. Thus, why would one opt for Japan? 
According to the same report, when asked why they selected Japan as a study abroad 
destination, the majority of students (59%) claimed that they were interested in Japanese culture 
and society and wanted to experience living in Japan (JASSO, 2016). Other major reasons 
included: “I’m interested in studying the language and culture” (47.3%), and “The higher 
education system and research in Japan is appealing” (35.8%). Clearly, there is a distinct interest 
in living here, studying here and immersing oneself in the culture. As the next section will 
illustrate, however, after tuition and rent is paid, there is not a lot of money left for students to 
lead a comfortable life and really explore and enjoy Japan.  
 
Income and Expenditure 
 
Just how much money does the average international student in Japan have and how 
much disposable income is left after tuition, rent, bills and other necessary expenses have been 
paid? Acknowledging that extreme cases are not reflected in the statistics, JASSO’s survey 
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nevertheless found that the average student’s income was about 141, 000 yen—most of which 
came from a) part-time earnings (57.1%), b) bank transfers from abroad (53.9%), or c) 
scholarships (36.7%) (2016). Interestingly, both junior college students and post-graduate 
students or researchers further reported less income than their counterparts enrolled in 
undergraduate courses. In any case, while 141, 000 yen is the average, for students based in 
Tokyo it is not much at all if considering the total expenses (see Figure 4 below).  
 
 
Figure 4. Average student expenditure (JASSO, 2016) 
 
As Figure 4 illustrates, it is clear that the expenses (highlighted in the rectangular box) 
are about the same as the average income, if not more. For example, students at vocational 
schools spent an average of 157, 000 per month while students at Japanese language schools 
spent about 143, 000 yen. In this light, it seems like the average student is either just breaking 
even or their income is insufficient to cover their expenses. Although extreme cases are not 
reflected in these statistics, the situation for the average student is not exactly ideal and this is 
perhaps why some students might prioritize part-time work over studying. To gain greater insight 
into these students’ situations, it is necessary to consider both what these students are doing to 
supplement their incomes and the amount of hours they work per week. 
 
Hours Spent Working 
 
As well as students in Canada or France, when I was a university student in Germany 
(2010-2012) my visa did not allow me to work more than 20 hours a week. However, I never 
reached 20 because I was quite happy reading Shakespeare and surviving on bread and beer. On 
the other hand, students in the United States and the United Kingdom are not allowed to work at 
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all on a student visa (Serizawa, 2018, p. 21). Needless to say, Japan is not Germany, nor is it the 
United States or the United Kingdom. At present (September 2018), international students in 
Japan are allowed to work a maximum of 28 hours a week. Keeping in mind that a full-time 
English conversation teacher at Aeon works an average of 25 teaching hours a week (Aeon, 
2018), 28 hours is quite a lot. To put it into perspective, it is roughly five six-hour shifts a week 
and if you were to take into account contact hours at schools and universities. That does not 
leave much time to study, let alone sleep.  
However, how many hours are students in Japan actually working? Once again, based on 
the findings from JASSO’s survey, if the percentage of students working 10-20 hours a week 
(13.8%) is combined with the ones working 15-20 hours a week, it amounts to about 33.7% of 
students (JASSO, 2016). On the other hand, 33.5% of students work 20-25 hours a week, so if 
we combine this with the percentage of students who are working over 25 hours a week, it 
comprises almost 49% of students. Thus, one can surmise that almost half of the students are 
working 20 or more hours a week. Although it is not exactly impossible to balance work and 
study while working such hours, critics have noted otherwise. According to a report published by 
the Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare in late 2017, while the number of international 
students has been rapidly increasing in recent years, the majority of these students are 
prioritizing work over study to the extent that they can be perceived as migrant workers rather 
than students (Idei, 2018). The growing presence of such criticism, media reports and overall 
discourse on the matter is not only undeniable, but worthy of analysis. 
 
Media Coverage 
 
While businesses struggling to recruit employees have welcomed the influx of 
international students as a source of labor, media reports about such students have not been so 
favorable, let alone positive. Take for example some of Mainichi’s headlines: “外国人犯罪: ベ
トナム人最多多額の借金背負い来日低賃金行き詰まり” (Crimes related to foreigners: After 
coming to Japan, Vietnamese students are the most burdened with debts and stuck in a rut, 
working for low wages) (The Mainichi, 2018), or “Foreign students lured to Japan with 
unrealistic promises turn desperate” (The Mainichi, 2017). There is also the Ichiran ramen case 
in which a number of foreign staff in Osaka were working more than 28 hours a week and 
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covered in “Popular ramen chain Ichiran suspected of having foreign students work illegal 
hours” (The Mainichi, 2018). Then there are articles from Asahi Shimbun such as: 留学ビザで
も目的は“労働”増え続ける外国人留学生たちのシビアな現実” (The severe realities of 
the ever-increasing number of international students on a “student visa” with the ulterior motive 
of working) (Sawada, 2018), or “Japan treats 1 million foreign workers as ‘non-existent’” 
(Takaku & Takatsu, 2018). Japan’s national news broadcaster (NHK) has also reported on 
similar matters in stories such as “Vietnamese students studying in Japan faced with harsh 
reality” (Nguyen, 2018). Needless to say, these are merely headlines. Beyond the headlines, each 
article’s content also emphasizes the dismal reality of foreign students in Japan. Take for 
example President Magazine’s headline “居酒屋で「外国人店員」が増えている理由留学生
は週に 28 時間働ける” (The reason why foreign staff at izakaya are increasing: International 
students can work 28 hours a week) (Murakami, 2017). Upon first glance, it is a relatively 
rational headline. That is, the fact that there are more foreign staff is because they can work 28 
hours a week. However, when closely reading the article, the mention of lawyers confirming that 
there a quite a few students working over 28 hours a week indeed indicates the bias of the article. 
Unfortunately, one could easily continue listing dozens of media reports and case studies of 
students who have violated the student labor laws, but rather than dwelling too much on these 
dismal stories and statistics, it is more productive and imperative to consider what needs to be 
done to address this problem. For similar headlines to the ones outlined above refer to Figure 5. 
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Figure 5. Additional articles covering international students. 
 
Addressing the Problem and Final Thoughts 
 
Taking into account the conditions of international students, the labor statistics, and the 
saturation of media coverage on the matter, it is evident that there is a problem and perhaps the 
best way to address it is through policy. On this note, and to conclude, I have compiled a list of 
both ideal and feasible actions that I think can be potentially taken by policymakers and 
institutions.  
The following is a list of the ideal strategies: 1) Limiting working hours to 20 hours per 
week, 2) Making working holiday visas available to more Asian nations, 3) Offering more 
scholarships to foreign students, and 4) Providing affordable housing such as free boarding for 
students willing to be an in-house ヘルパー (home care worker) for senior citizens.  
While the aforementioned strategies are certainly feasible, implementing such changes 
takes a significant amount of time. Since policy change is generally slow and funding is scarce, 
the following is a list of viable and realistic actions that can be taken: 1) Greater penalties for 
agents, schools and businesses who exploit international students; 2) Stricter policing of 
language schools who offer bogus “Japanese language courses”; 3) Banks or other financial 
institutions could offer reasonable loans to international students; 4) More businesses could 
employ the Yoshinoya (Aoki, 2017) and Lawson (Serizawa, 2018, p. 66) models of loan 
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repayment (whereby students must work at the stores that pay their tuition until the debts are 
repaid); and 5) National, public and private universities could refurbish unused or old buildings 
to create more dormitories. 
Needless to say, these are merely ideas of potential solutions that can be achieved 
through the cooperation of businesses, the implementation of new policies and strict regulation. 
However, in the context of language schools or university classrooms, how can instructors 
respond to and address this problem? How can we assist the international students in our classes 
who might be struggling to balance work and study? For a start, we can certainly provide 
international students with more information about employment laws (to prevent violation of 
them). Moreover, as a means of early intervention, perhaps instructors could spot the warning 
signs of students violating labor laws and inform the relevant personnel in the international 
affairs department or student support center. In any case, balancing work and study is indeed the 
responsibility of each student and, needless to say, one of the great lessons in life. 
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